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Searching for Unmarked Graves at Historic Carter Mansion,
Elizabethton, TN
Heather White & Dr. Eileen G. Ernenwein
Department of Geosciences, College of Arts and Sciences, ETSU
Abstract

Carter Mansion is a well-known historic site in Tennessee. It is estimated to have been built in the 1770s and is believed to be the oldest frame house, a house with a wooden skeleton
for the base, in the state. This house was built by John and Landon Carter, father and son, respectively, who were well-known, influential leaders of the Watauga Settlement in the
late 18th century. Prior to their arrival, the area was home to Native Americans. The aim of this research was to perform a geophysical survey of a previously unresearched area of the
site, providing guidance for future development of the property. A ground penetrating radar (GPR) survey was conducted with a GSSI SIR4000 with 400 MHz antennas. Previous
research was able to identify both historic and prehistoric graves in other areas of the property. This project extends this knowledge and aims to determine if there are graves
associated with the headstones of the Carters on the eastern margin of the property, thus enriching the history and prehistory of the site without disturbing the grounds.
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Discussion

The objective of this project is to locate unmarked
graves at the Carter Mansion, as well as to
investigate the known graves and see if the
headstones line up with them.

Background

Google Maps view of the Carter
Mansion property

Carter Mansion was built in
the 1770s and is the oldest
frame house in Tennessee.
This site is also host to
prehistoric and historic
Native American houses
and burials. The most recent
grave survey was done in
early
2017
with
Dr.
Ernenwein. However, they
did not perform a survey on
the easternmost side of the
property where there are
markers for the Carter
family. [1]

Photograph of the GPR system in use over marked historic
graves on March 18, 2022.

Test GPR line #5: A recent grave in the Thomas Cemetery
showing a probable coffin reflection at approximately 1.3 m
below the surface.
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It is clear that GPR works well at Carter Mansion,
showing many strong reflections below the surface
at marked graves ranging from 1878 to 2015. The
test lines show that graves range in depth from
approximately 0.3 m to 1.7 m below the modern
ground surface. In general, older graves are quite
shallow, while recent graves are closer to the
expected “six feet under” norm.

Test GPR line #4: Two recent graves in the Thomas Cemetery showing
reflections from coffins located at 1.1 and 1.7 m, respectively.
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Next Steps

Test GPR line #1:
Reflections from
four marked graves
and a likely
unmarked grave.
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GPR
Survey

Test GPR line #2:
Reflections from
four historic graves
and a probably
unmarked grave

Process
data via
GPR Slice

Some of the test lines show clear and strong
reflections in close proximity and alignment with the
headstones. In some cases, however, reflections
interpreted as graves are offset from headstones. This
could mean that the headstones have been moved, or
that the reflections are associated with unmarked
graves. Tree roots and other underground features,
however, can produce reflections that appear very
similar to graves. More GPR data is needed to map
the size and orientation of the interpreted graves and
distinguish them from other types of buried objects.

Test GPR line #3:
Reflections from
four historic
graves.

The GPR data collected in the grid over the Carter
family plot will be processed and analyzed to map
all possible graves. In addition, more data will be
collected in the areas to the south and west,
including over the area where test lines were done.
Historic graves may be identified by their size and
shape, which requires that GPR lines are collected
in parallel lines in a planned grid.
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